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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR RIGHTS 
PROPAGATION AND LICENSE 

MANAGEMENT IN CONJUNCTION WITH 
DISTRIBUTION OF DIGITAL CONTENT IN A 

SOCIAL NETWORK 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention generally relates to controlled shar 
ing of digital content over a network, and is more particularly 
concerned with aspects of a license server for managing the 
rights of content as it is propagates through a social network 
in accordance with distribution parameters as de?ned by a 
content producer. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Modern technology has provided consumers with a wide 
variety of electronic devices with which to capture digital 
content, such as but not limited to content captured in video, 
audio, photo, text or other format. This phenomenon coupled 
with advances in networked communication, such as commu 
nication via the Internet, has resulted in greater content shar 
ing among individuals. Several existing computer-based 
applications or related systems provide features for assisting 
a content producer with the distribution of digital content. 

There are systems in place today that can distribute content 
to a known set of users. Also, some peer-to-peer (P2P) sys 
tems exist that can distribute content to anyone and everyone. 
However, such known systems do not account for potential 
scenarios where a content producer desires a limited, con 
trolled distribution to a dynamic, unstructured social net 
work. For example, a teenager creates a home video for fun. 
He wants some of his friends to see it, but not the entire world. 
Another scenario may involve a movie producer who wants to 
distribute a movie preview to a select number of reviewers 
and their associates, but not to everyone. Yet another example 
is where a family takes some video of a child’s birthday party. 
The family would like for extended family and close friends 
to see it, but not have it available to the general public. 

The scenarios mentioned above involve situations where a 
“limited viral distribution” is desired. The content producer 
does not want to identify exactly who is extended family or 
what constitutes “close friend”. Ideally, the content producer 
wants the content to spread virally to some “degree of sepa 
ration”. “Degree of separation” used here refers to how far 
away (levels) one user is away from the originating user in a 
“friend of a friend” (FOAF) or other type of social network. In 
these examples the user wants to seed the content to a select 
group of people and allow them to have the freedom to spread 
the content furtheriat their discretion, and to users of their 
choice. However, the viral spread needs to be controlled, so as 
not to permit the content going to the general public. Addi 
tionally, the content producer may want to provide a different 
quality or portion of the content for users as they are farther 
“out” on the social network. 

In order to implement technology that provides a content 
producer with an ability to virally distribute digital content to 
their social network while providing controls on distribution 
and access, unique mechanisms for digital rights and license 
management are needed. One known technology for manag 
ing the distribution of digital content includes a mechanism 
for creating a digital content container with certain access 
rights. The content container can be distributed across a P2P 
network while checking with a license server to determine if 
a user has rights to the content. If a user does not have rights, 
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2 
he can acquire rights and be issued a valid license in the form 
of a token, which allows the content to be viewed. 

In other known technologies, a rights manager may use a 
system of keys and licenses that lets content providers deliver 
digital content over the Internet in a protected, encrypted ?le 
format. An example of such technology is embodied by 
Microsoft® Windows Media® Rights Manager. 

Despite the availability of various systems for implement 
ing digital rights management and license distribution, a need 
exists for a system and method that con?gures and manages 
controlled content distributionbased on a number of levels, or 
“degrees of separation” among a content producer and one or 
more content recipients. Also, a system and method for con 
?guration and management of licenses that accommodates 
license creation based on prede?ned level-rights selected by a 
content producer is also needed. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Objects and advantages of the invention will be set forth in 
part in the following description, or may be obvious from the 
description, or may be learned through practice of the inven 
tion. 

In general, exemplary embodiments of the present inven 
tion are directed to features and steps for con?guring and 
managing user rights to digital content distributed among one 
or more levels in a social network. A license server operates in 
communication with two types of users in a system, including 
both content producers and content recipients. A license 
server receives a distribution package from a content pro 
ducer and establishes a plurality of level-licenses, one for 
each of n allowable levels as de?ned by the content producer. 
Level-licenses de?ne level-rights, or access rules, based on 
alteration de?nitions and other distribution parameters speci 
?ed by the content producer for one or more allowable levels. 
Alteration de?nitions may identify degradation characteris 
tics or augmentation ?les for association with the distributed 
digital content. Content recipients who receive encrypted 
copies of the distributed digital content may request a license 
from the license server. Upon authentication, a license and 
decryption key is sent to a valid content recipient to enable 
viewing of a form of the digital content in accordance with the 
level-rights predetermined by the content producer for that 
level of access. 

One exemplary embodiment of the presently disclosed 
content distribution technology corresponds to a method of 
con?guring and managing user rights to distributed digital 
content. A ?rst step in accordance with such method corre 
sponds to receiving a distribution package from a content 
producer. The content distribution package may include at 
least one predetermined portion of digital content, a unique 
key ID for identifying the distribution package, and a license 
key seed used for decrypting the digital content. The distri 
bution package may also include a con?guration data ?le, 
such as one created with a rights expression language (e.g., 
XML) that identi?es distribution parameters. Distribution 
parameters may selectively include a level limit identifying a 
number n of allowable levels for content distribution, an 
initial distribution list, and at least one alteration de?nition for 
one or more of the n allowable levels. Alteration de?nitions 
may identify such parameters as degradation characteristics 
and/or augmentation ?les for applying to the digital content. 

In further accordance with the above exemplary embodi 
ment, the license server may use the information received in 
a distribution package to establish a plurality of level-licenses 
for each level in the group of n allowable levels for possible 
distribution of the digital content. Each level-license is con 
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?gured to de?ne access rights to the digital content for a given 
level. After the level-licenses are established and invitations 
to vieW digital content are sent Within a social network, a 
content recipient may send a request to the license server for 
a license. Licenses and corresponding keys are required by 
content recipients in order to decrypt their acquired copy of 
digital content in accordance With the level -rights de?ned for 
that content recipient’s level in the netWork. The license 
server then authenticates (and possibly registers) the request 
ing content recipient before sending a license to the request 
ing content recipient. Authentication may include verifying 
that the content recipient matches a distribution list created by 
the inviting user. Additional steps may involve the license 
server sending noti?cation to a content producer each time 
another user vieWs or distributes a form of the digital content 
in the dynamically created social netWork. A license server 
may also modify the level-licenses originally established 
upon subsequent instruction or request from the content pro 
ducer. 

The above exemplary steps associated With the con?gura 
tion and management of licenses for precon?gured access to 
digital content may be implemented With a license server that 
includes a combination of various hardWare and softWare 
components. In one embodiment, a license server includes a 
processor unit and at least one portion of computer-readable 
medium for storing program code that is read and executed by 
the processor unit. The processor unit and computer-readable 
medium function together to provide a plurality of operative 
modules including a level-license creation module, an 
authentication module, a registration module and a license 
assignment module. The license server may also include data 
base memory dedicated to storing certain information asso 
ciated With a given portion of distributed digital content, users 
associated With providing or receiving the digital content, and 
the speci?c level-licenses and granted licenses for each level 
in the social netWork. The license server may also include a 
communications interface for connecting to a netWork such 
as the Internet. 

Another related aspect of the subject technology concerns 
an article of manufacture such as a computer program com 
prising a program storage medium readable by a computing 
device, the medium tangibly embodying one or more pro 
grams of instructions executable by the computing device to 
perform method steps of creating a plurality of level-licenses, 
authenticating users in the social network, and granting 
licenses to requesting users. Level-licenses are created from 
distribution parameters obtained from a content producer, 
and each level-license de?nes level-rights to digital content 
for one of n different levels of potential content distribution. 
Licenses sent to requesting authenticated content recipients 
include a key for decrypting the digital content in accordance 
With the level-rights de?ned by the content producer for the 
given portion of digital content and the particular level asso 
ciated With a given content recipient. 
A still further exemplary embodiment of the presently dis 

closed technology involves steps that occur at a content 
recipient’s peer system to access digital content. A content 
recipient’s desktop application is in communication With a 
license server in order to affect content access. With more 

particular reference to an exemplary such method, a content 
recipient typically receives an invitation from another user in 
a social netWork to vieW a form of preselected digital content. 
The invitation may be delivered via an e-mail, instant mes 
saging, or short message service (SMS) application or other 
suitable type of messaging system provided on the recipient’ s 
peer system, and may include an encrypted copy of the digital 
content. The content recipient requests a license to access the 
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4 
digital content in accordance With preselected alteration de? 
nitions provided by a content producer. A license server then 
authenticates the requesting content recipient and sends them 
(if properly authenticated) a license and key for decrypting 
the digital content. The content is decrypted for vieWing in 
accordance With the preselected alteration de?nitions. If 
additional levels of distribution are alloWed based on a level 
limit predetermined by the content producer, then the content 
recipient may send invitations to other users to vieW a form of 
the digital content. 

Other features and aspects of the present invention are 
discussed in greater detail beloW. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL 
VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS 

The foregoing and other features, aspects and advantages 
of the present invention Will become better understood With 
regard to the folloWing description, appended claims and 
accompanying draWings Where: 

FIG. 1 provides a block diagram representation of an exem 
plary netWork interaction among multiple peer clients and a 
license server in a social netWork, speci?cally depicting an 
example of controlled distribution among three levels; 

FIG. 2 provides a block diagram representation of exem 
plary hardWare and softWare components as Well as coupled 
peripheral devices for a peer system in accordance With one 
embodiment of the present invention; 

FIG. 3 depicts exemplary portions of a distribution pack 
age as created and distributed in accordance With a controlled 
content distribution system of the present invention; 

FIG. 4 provides a block diagram representation of exem 
plary aspects of a server system in accordance With one 
embodiment of the present invention, including modular 
components of a distribution management system; 

FIG. 5 is a How diagram representation of exemplary steps 
for distributing digital content as may occur in a CCDS appli 
cation provided at a content producer’s peer system; 

FIG. 6 is a How diagram representation of exemplary steps 
for managing the distribution of digital content as may occur 
in a license server; and 

FIG. 7 is a How diagram representation of exemplary steps 
for distributing digital content as may occur in a CCDS appli 
cation provided at a content recipient’s peer system. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

The invention Will noW be described in detail With refer 
ence to particular embodiments thereof. The embodiments 
are provided by Way of explanation of the invention, and are 
not meant as a limitation of the invention. It Will be apparent 
to those skilled in the art that various modi?cations and varia 
tions can be made in the present invention Without departing 
from the scope and spirit of the invention. For example, 
features described or illustrated as part of one embodiment 
may be used With another embodiment to yield a still further 
embodiment. Thus, it is intended that the present invention 
include these and other modi?cations and variations as come 
Within the scope and spirit of the invention, including the 
appended claims and their equivalents. 

Social netWorks, such as friend-of-a-friend netWorks, are 
often utiliZed to share information among a group of net 
Worked contacts. Shared information may correspond to 
many different forms of electronic content, including but not 
limited to digital videos, digital images, digital photos, digital 
audio, text, graphics, html code or other ?le types. The 
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present speci?cation is directed to the sharing of digital con 
tent with particular exemplary reference to content in video or 
graphic ?le format, although it should be appreciated by one 
of ordinary skill in the art that the disclosed content distribu 
tion technology can be applied to other types of electronic 
content provided in digital or other suitable form. It should 
also be appreciated that more than one piece of digital content 
may be selected for distribution, and multiple pieces of con 
tent may correspond to different ?le types. 

Aspects of the present invention provide features and steps 
for ensuring that a given content producer can share digital 
content with other contacts in a social network (hereinafter 
referred to as “content recipients”) while maintaining control 
over the access and limited distribution of the shared content. 
A content producer can specify distribution parameters 
including a level limit representative of the maximum number 
of levels, or degrees of separation, a potential content recipi 
ent may be from the content producer. Additional content 
distribution rules/ parameters are de?nable by the content pro 
ducer for one or more allowable levels of access, and typically 
include alteration de?nitions that may specify degradations, 
augmentations, or partial deletion of the digital content as it 
propagates through designated levels in the social network. A 
content producer speci?es an initial distribution list and the 
above distribution parameters, and this information is su?i 
cient to control the distribution of speci?ed digital content 
without prior knowledge of participants and their relation 
ships. As such, limited and controlled distribution of digital 
content to a dynamic and unstructured social network is 
afforded. 

Aspects of the subject content distribution technology are 
discussed herein in the context of a peer-to-peer network. It 
should be appreciated that this description is for exemplary 
purposes only and additional networked communications, 
such as those employing client-server, central server or other 
network environments may also employ the features and 
steps disclosed in accordance with aspects of the present 
invention. 

Additional aspects of the presently disclosed technology 
make reference to servers, processing units, databases, soft 
ware applications, and other computer-based systems, as well 
as actions taken and information sent to and from such sys 
tems. One of ordinary skill in the art will recogniZe the inher 
ent ?exibility of computer-based systems allows for a great 
variety of possible con?gurations, combinations, and divi 
sions of tasks and functionality between and among compo 
nents. For instance, server processes discussed herein may be 
implemented using a single server or multiple servers work 
ing in combination. Databases and applications may be 
implemented on a single system or distributed across multiple 
systems. Distributed components may operate sequentially or 
in parallel. When data is obtained or accessed between a ?rst 
and second computer system or component thereof, the actual 
data may travel between the systems directly or indirectly. For 
example, if a ?rst computer accesses a ?le from a second 
computer, the access may involve one or more intermediary 
computers, proxies, and the like. The actual ?le may move 
between the computers, or one computer may provide a 
pointer or meta?le that the second computer uses to access the 
actual data from a computer other than the ?rst computer, for 
instance. 
A basic example illustrating some general principles 

afforded by the presently disclosed technology will now be 
discussed with reference to FIG. 1. A content producer 10 
identi?es digital content that is to be shared with others in a 
network. Such digital content identi?ed by the content pro 
ducer may have been originally created by the content pro 
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6 
ducer. For example, the content producer may have taken a 
video or picture to be shared with others. However, it is not 
essential that the content producer is the original source of the 
digital content. In some embodiments, the content producer 
may have obtained the digital content from another source 
and is simply selecting the digital content for further dissemi 
nation. It should be appreciated that users of the disclosed 
technology, including content producer 10 as well as content 
recipients may correspond to individuals, groups of individu 
als, business entities, etc. and should not be a limiting feature 
of the present subject matter. 

Before a content producer actually distributes digital con 
tent, certain distribution parameters that establish limitations 
on how the digital content is to be distributed to one or more 
content recipients must be selected. Distribution parameters 
can include such information as a level limit representative of 
the maximum number of “degrees of separation” allowed 
between the content producer and any content recipient. In 
the example of FIG. 1, content producer 10 designates a level 
limit of three levels, which means that the selected digital 
content can only be distributed up to a maximum of three 
levels away from the content producer 10. Distribution 
parameters can also include an initial distribution list that 
designates the starting nodes for the dynamically created 
social network. In the example of FIG. 1, content producer 10 
selects three users in an initial distribution list, corresponding 
to level one (1) content recipients 12a, 12b and 120 (herein 
collectively referred to as recipients 12). Level one recipients 
12 and others are free to distribute to any entity they wish. For 
example, in accordance with a second level of content distri 
bution as illustrated in FIG. 1, level one recipient 1211 may 
choose to send the selected digital content to level two (2) 
recipient 1411. Recipient 12b may choose to send the digital 
content to three recipients 14b, 14c and 14d, and recipient 120 
does not forward the digital content. In accordance with a 
third level of content distribution, recipient 14a decides to 
forward the digital content to level three (3) recipient 16a, and 
recipient 14c sends the digital content to recipient 16b. Level 
three recipients 16a and 16b are restricted from further dis 
tributing the selected digital content since content producer 
10 selected a distribution level limit of three. As observed 
from the layered communication among networked users 
depicted in FIG. 1, the entire spectrum of distribution is not 
de?ned by the content producer. Instead, the subject content 
distribution network involves dynamic (or viral) distribution 
as opposed to a predetermined con?guration. Content pro 
ducer 10 doesn’t know if the selected digital content will 
reach three or three-hundred people, but it will not be distrib 
uted beyond three levels deep in the dynamically created 
social network. 

Additional distribution parameters that are speci?ed by 
content producer 10 include alteration de?nitions for one or 
more of the three allowable levels in the social network. 
Alteration de?nitions allow the selected content to be 
degraded or augmented in some fashion as it is passed from 
friend to friend. The content is degraded or otherwise altered 
by a peer application provided at each user’s location prior to 
distributing the ?le. In other words, the controlled content 
distribution system employs a “just in time” or “lazy” alter 
ation. In one example, content producer 10 may select a 
digital video for controlled distribution to content recipients 
and may wish to degrade the quality level of the video as it 
spreads farther away from the content producer. In one 
example, ?rst level recipients 12a, 12b and 120 receive a 
highest quality video from content producer 10. Second level 
recipients 14a-14d respectively receive a medium quality 
version of video, and third level recipients 16a and 16b 
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receive a version that is loW quality and has advertisements 
preceding the video playback. More speci?c aspects of poten 
tial alteration de?nitions Will be provided later in further 
detail. 

The subject controlled content distribution system (CCDS) 
consists in part of a desktop application that is required by 
every peer-level participant in the social netWork. FIG. 2 
illustrates exemplary physical components that may be 
present in each of the peer-level participant systems illus 
trated in FIG. 1, including a system associated With the con 
tent producer and each content recipient. In one embodiment, 
peer system 20 includes a processor unit 22, Which may be 
any type of processor as included or associated With a per 
sonal computer (PC), mobile terminal device (e.g., cellular 
telephone), Personal Digital Assistant, or the like. The pro 
cessor unit 22 of exemplary peer system 20 may be con?g 
ured to process data transmitted to or received from other 
users. A communications interface 24 may also be provided 
to buffer or otherWise handle the actual relay of such com 
municated data as it is sent or received over a netWork 26. 
Network 26 may correspond to a dial-in netWork, a local area 
netWork (LAN), Wide area netWork (WAN), public sWitched 
telephone netWork (PSTN), the Internet, intranet or ethernet 
type netWorks and others over any combination of hard-Wired 
or Wireless communication links. Optional input peripherals, 
such as input peripheral 28 may be coupled to peer system 20 
so that a user can provide input such as user identi?cation, 
registration and/ or authentication information, content selec 
tion, and de?nitions for distribution parameters in accordance 
With the subject controlled content distribution technology. 
Examples of possible input peripheral devices include a key 
board, touch-screen monitor, mouse, scanner, microphone, 
etc. Although not illustrated in FIG. 2, additional peripheral 
devices including but not limited to user displays, printers, 
etc. may also be provided in conjunction With peer system 20. 

Referring still to the peer system of FIG. 2, memory 30 is 
also provided for storing a variety of digital information, 
including data and softWare or ?rmWare. Memory 30 may be 
provided as a variety of computer-readable medium, such as 
but not limited to any combination of volatile memory (e.g., 
random access memory (RAM, such as DRAM, SRAM, etc.) 
and nonvolatile memory (e. g., ROM, ?ash, hard drives, mag 
netic tapes, CD-ROM, DVD-ROM, etc.). As Will be further 
discussed in the present speci?cation, memory 30 may be a 
designated storage location for digital content 32 that is 
selected for distribution and also for storing the program 
instructions and executable code corresponding to the con 
trolled content distribution system (CCDS) desktop applica 
tion 34. Program instructions and executable code that are 
stored in memory 30 are typically read and executed by the 
processor unit 22 in the corresponding peer system. 

The CCDS application 34 is required by every participant 
in the social netWork. In one embodiment, no formal regis 
tration process is required. A user participating in the system 
only needs to doWnload and install the application 34 and 
associate a communication identi?er such as e-mail and/or 
IM address. The application 34 is responsible for content 
packaging and content alteration, as Will be described later in 
further detail. Application 34 may utiliZe the user’s primary 
e-mail and/ or instant messaging and/ or short message service 
(SMS) systems or the like (not illustrated in FIG. 2 but also 
provided in peer system 20) for the actual content distribu 
tion. Application 34 may also be designed to integrate With, or 
to utiliZe, existing media playback applications, such as but 
not limited to WindoWs Media Player, QuickTime, iTunes, 
etc. for content playback and other features. 
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As previously mentioned, When digital content is selected 

for controlled distribution in a netWork, a plurality of distri 
bution parameters must be identi?ed for establishing limits 
on hoW the digital content is to be distributed. In one embodi 
ment, a content producer provides input to de?ne the distri 
bution parameters. One exemplary distribution parameter 
includes a level limit (n) representative of the maximum 
number of “degrees of separation” alloWed betWeen the con 
tent producer and any content recipient. 

Additional distribution parameters include one or more 
alteration de?nitions for one or more of the alloWable levels 
(n levels total) selected by the content producer. As an 
example, if the level limit is three (3), then the content pro 
ducer de?nes an alteration de?nition for one or more of the 
three (3) alloWable levels. Digital content is distributed in 
accordance With the subject technology in a form that is 
altered from the original digital content. Alterations may 
include various levels of content degradation, augmentation, 
or other modi?cations. When an alteration de?nition is cho 
sen to de?ne a certain degradation level for the digital content, 
it should be appreciated that such degradation can be identi 
?ed in terms of a given number of frames per second (fps), ?le 
resolution, ?le siZe, length, bit rate or other compression 
characteristic. In one embodiment, selected compression 
characteristics to digital content are de?ned in terms of per 
centages. For example, an original digital video may be pro 
vided to a ?rst level distribution list of identi?ed recipients 
With a quality level of 25% relative to the original quality of 
the digital video. In another embodiment, compression char 
acteristics are de?ned as a speci?c quality level. For example, 
an altered digital video may be characterized as one With a 
quality level of 30 frames per second or a ?le size of 5.0 
Megabytes. 

Additional modi?cations may correspond to deleting a 
portion of video or audio, cropping a photo or other image or 
graphic ?le, or changing the color characteristics of a photo, 
image or graphic ?le from color to black and White or vice 
versa. Alterations may also include augmentations, such as 
but not limited to the addition of visible or invisible Water 
marks or other visual or invisible hindrances to a ?le, the 
addition of video or image advertisements to the original 
content, the addition of text comments to a photo, or the 
addition of annotations to a video. An advertisement may be 
placed before, during or after the original content for levels 
farther out in the netWork. Alternatively, portions of the digi 
tal content may be deleted. Still further, a user may make 
“additional scenes” available for users closer in the netWork, 
While those scenes are removed for user farther out in the 
netWork. Yet another form of augmentation may involve 
selective or random reordering of the content in a text, 
graphic, video ?le or the like. It should be appreciated that the 
types of modi?cations available often vary depending on the 
type of digital content selected for distribution. 
The CCDS application provides features for a user to 

de?ne additional distribution parameters or rules that can be 
stored With the above alteration de?nitions to further custom 
iZe the distribution of content. In one example, a content 
producer may Wish to further limit the spread of content by 
placing a maximum number of invitations per user and/or per 
level. In another example, the CCDS provides users With an 
ability to apply an expiration timestamp on the content dis 
tribution. If the timestamp passes, users are not able to vieW or 
share the distributed content. Some further examples of addi 
tional distribution parameters may include the following: (1) 
a maximum number of users to distribute content (total or per 
level); (2) a pre-de?ned possible user list, blocked user list, 
acceptable domains, etc. (for example, a content producer 
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may de?ne that the content can only be distributed to users 
With addresses at “?ashpoint.com” or other speci?ed domain 
name or group of domain names, or users With a given IP 

address, range of IP addresses, or other identi?cation param 
eter(s)); (3) a timeframe for distribution (total or per level); 
and (4) users associated With a speci?c group, FOAF net 
Work, or other social netWork, or that have speci?c interests. 
In accordance With a distribution parameter such as (3) above, 
the content producer may have the ability at each level to 
con?gure the start and end time for distribution. This Would 
alloW a sloW rollout by, for example, distributing one level per 
Week. Similarly, simple distribution duration can be assigned. 
In accordance With a distribution parameter such as (4) above, 
the controlled content distribution system can be integrated 
With an existing service, such as but not limited to MySpace, 
Friendster, or others, and permit or alloW the invitation for 
accessing digital content based on the user ID matching given 
or selected parameters. 

After digital content is selected by a content producer for 
subsequent controlled distribution and the necessary distri 
bution parameters are de?ned, the CCDS application creates 
a distribution package. Each time content distribution is ini 
tiated on a different alloWed level in the social netWork, the 
application creates a neW distribution package. Prior to dis 
tributing the content, the application creates the version of the 
content that is de?ned by the next alloWed level. It should be 
appreciated that the ?rst distribution of the digital content 
should preserve the original content format in a lossless fash 
ion such that each sub sequent level in the distribution netWork 
has the necessary quality level associated With its given alter 
ation de?nition. Once a neW distribution package is ready, the 
peer system integrates With a content distribution mechanism 
for actual distribution of the altered content. An example of 
one suitable content distribution mechanism corresponds to 
one using a BitTorrent protocol, such as created and main 
tained by BitTorrent, Inc. The distribution package is sent to 
each user identi?ed by a content producer or authorized con 
tent recipient in an initial distribution list. Such initial distri 
bution list may be selected by a user When the CCDS appli 
cation presents a list of possible user contacts from the user’ s 
primary e-mail, instant message (IM), short message service 
(SMS) or other messaging application. 

With more particular reference to an exemplary distribu 
tion package, FIG. 3 provides a block diagram of exemplary 
?le portions provided therein. It should be appreciated that 
distribution packages 40 are typically created as a binary or 
other digital ?le With a combination of various information 
and/ or instructions. A ?rst portion included in the exemplary 
distribution package 40 of FIG. 3 is the digital content 42 
selected by a content producer. A second portion corresponds 
to a con?guration data ?le 44, Which is created based on the 
content producer’s settings for the content and placed along 
side the content as part of the content distribution package. In 
one embodiment, the con?guration data ?le is expressed in a 
rights expression language (REL) Which is created by the 
application provided at the content producer’s peer system. In 
one particular exemplary embodiment, con?guration data ?le 
44 is provided in Extensible Markup Language @(ML) for 
mat, although other code languages may be utiliZed. A struc 
tured format is used to describe the de?ned alterations (in 
cluding degradations, augmentations, deletions, or other 
modi?cations), and the XML structure Will vary based on the 
type of media ?le selected in the digital content. An example 
of an XML ?le Which de?nes the alterations mentioned in the 
previous example discussed With reference to FIG. 1 is noW 
presented. 
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<comment> 

Level 1: Original 
Level 2: Medium Quality 
Level 3: LoW Quality and Advertisement Pre-pended 

</comment> 
<current-level>O</current—level> 
<distribution—list> 

<user naIne=“Sue” contact=“sue@yahoo.com” /> 
<user nalne=“]ohn” contact=“j ohn@msn.com” /> 
<user naIne=“Mike” contact=mike@hotmail.com” /> 

</distribution—list> 
<media type=“video”> 

<level id=“l”> 
</level> 
<level id=“2”> 

<fps reduce=“25%”/> 
<siZe reduce=“25%”/> 

</level> 
<level id=“3”> 

<fps reduce=“25%” /> 
<siZe reduce=“25%”/> 
<append location=“0”> 
<media type=“video”, nalne=“car ad”, url= 
http ://mycarads .com/ad l.mpg> 
</append> 

</media> 

Referring still to FIG. 3, distribution package 40 may also 
include a key ID 46, Which corresponds to a unique identi?er 
for the selected digital content 40 that is created by the content 
producer’s peer application. A license key seed (LKS) 48 is 
also included in distribution package 40. LKS 48 is a value 
that is only knoWn by the content producer and a license 
server, and is used to encrypt the distribution package. The 
distribution package ultimately contains a form of the digital 
content that has been encrypted and locked With a digital 
“key”. The result is an encrypted ?le that can only be 
unlocked by a person Who has obtained a license With the 
required key for decrypting the digital content. Such a license 
may be received from a license server, as Will be discussed 
later in further detail. 

Distribution package 40 may also include content 49 that is 
to be used for augmentation to a form of the digital content. 
For example, some alteration de?nitions may include an 
advertisement for displaying before, during or after a given 
form of digital video. As set forth in the above exemplary 
XML ?le, level three recipients are shoWn a car ad such as one 
located at the Web address or URL of http://mycarads.com/ 
adil .mpq. If placing an advertisement or other augmented 
?le for level three users, the advertisement can be extracted 
from the Internet during the creation step of a level tWo user 
sending to a level three user. By utiliZing references and 
loading the content only When needed, original ?le siZe of the 
distribution package can be reduced. Although the above 
extraction process may be used in one embodiment, it should 
be understood that the advertisement could alternatively be 
included as additional content from the outset of the content 
distribution and inserted for vieWing only When distribution 
reaches third level recipients. 

Certain aspects relating to the control of content distribu 
tion in accordance With the disclosed technology are afforded 
via an FOAF license server (FLS) 50, such as represented in 
FIGS. 1 and 4. FLS 50 is a stand-alone centrally hosted 
license server or a distributed license server that is accessible 
from the peer systems of a content producer and content 
recipients (as represented by the netWork con?guration of 
FIG. 1). It should be appreciated that although FLS 50 is only 
depicted in FIG. 1 as being in bi-directional communication 
via dashed lines With content recipients 12c, 14d and 16b, 
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such communication is actually provided for each recipient in 
the social network. The limited depiction is merely provided 
for ease of illustration. 

Referring noW to FIG. 4, FLS 50 may generally function as 
a distribution and licensing management system. FLS 50 may 
include a select combination of the exemplary hardWare com 
ponents already discussed in relation to a peer system 20 as 
illustrated in FIG. 2. In one embodiment, at least a processor 
unit 22', a communications interface 24' and memory 30' are 
provided. Memory 30' is used to store program instructions 
and executable code that is read and executed by processor 
unit 22'. Such components function together to provide a 
plurality of operative modules, including a level-license cre 
ation module 52, a registration module 54, an authentication 
module 56 and a license assignment module 58.Although not 
speci?cally illustrated in FIG. 4, memory 30' associated With 
FLS 50 may also include a database for storing information 
identifying the relationship betWeen a given piece of content 
and the corresponding levels, level-licenses and users to 
Whom the content is distributed. It should be appreciated that 
a particular piece of content typically has several different 
level-licenses and a user can have more than one level-license 

assigned to him Which belongs to a different piece of content. 

Level-license creation module 52 is used after a content 
producer selects digital content and de?nes parameters for its 
distribution. The resulting digital package (such as previously 
discussed With reference to FIG. 3) is sent to FLS 50, Where 
a level-license is created for each of the alloWed levels de?ned 
by the content producer. In the previous example discussed 
With reference to FIG. 1, FLS 50 Would produce three level 
licenses, one for each of the three levels de?ned by content 
producer 10. Each level-license captures the rights at that 
level as expressed in the REL of the con?guration data ?le 
associated With the digital content. 

Registration module 54 may optionally be used to register 
each user in a social netWork, including content producers 
and recipients. In one embodiment, registration module 54 
may be used to coordinate a formal registration process in 
Which a user provides certain identifying information includ 
ing name, contact information, program purchase speci?cs, 
serial number, etc. In another embodiment, registration mod 
ule 54 is used simply to ensure that the required CCDS appli 
cation has been doWnloaded to the user’s peer system. 

Authentication module 56 is used to verify the identity of a 
content recipient. When a content recipient receives an invi 
tation to vieW digital content, that content recipient must be 
authenticated With the FLS 50 before being able to decrypt the 
digital content for vieWing or further distribution. FLS 50 
typically compares the identity of the content recipient seek 
ing authentication With the distribution list created by a send 
ing user at the previous level in the netWork. If the content 
recipient is successfully matched to a member of the distri 
bution list, then authentication Will be successful. OtherWise, 
the content recipient may not be able to access the distributed 
digital content. 

License assignment module 58 corresponds to a portion of 
FLS 50 that creates licenses for received content in response 
to an access request from a content recipient. Licenses are 

created according to the level-rights and distribution param 
eters de?ned for the particular level of the content recipient. A 
license generated by FLS 50 includes a key that can be used to 
unlock, or decrypt the content that Was previously encrypted 
by a user’s content distribution application. 
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License assignment module 58 may also coordinate the 

revocation, denial and explicit assignment of level-rights. For 
example, a content producer can revoke all level-license 
rights originally issued. This procedure Would be handled by 
the license assignment module 58. Similarly, a content pro 
ducer can revoke rights for a particular level-license (e.g., all 
level three content recipients) While leaving all other level 
licenses intact. In accordance With denying user rights, a 
content producer may also specify a user or group of users 
that may never receive a license for any or all content inde 

pendent of hoW through the social netWork that content Was 
received. In accordance With explicit rights assignment, a 
content producer may specify that a particular user, no matter 
Where in the social netWork, can receive a speci?c level-right. 

Referring noW to FIG. 5, exemplary steps for distributing 
digital content in a controlled fashion as may occur Within the 
peer system and corresponding CCDS application of a con 
tent producer are illustrated. A ?rst step 60 involves obtaining 
access to digital content. Digital content may correspond to 
one or more types of similar or different electronic media and 
is typically imported by the content producer into the CCDS 
application. Distribution parameters are then identi?ed in 
step 62, and may include information such as a level limit, an 
alteration de?nition for one or more of the alloWable levels, an 

initial distribution list, and other parameters as previously 
discussed. 

In one example of the method in FIG. 5, a content producer 
may select a digital video to share to a maximum of four levels 
in a social netWork. Distribution parameters are then de?ned 
in terms of level-rights for each of the four allowable levels. In 
one example, level-rights may be con?gured as follows: (1) 
Level Oneifull siZe access at 30 frames per second (fps); (2) 
Level TWoihalf siZe access at 15 fps; (3) Level Threeihalf 
siZe access at 15 fps and access to only the ?rst 30 seconds of 
the video; and (4) Level Fouria thumbnail access of the ?rst 
frame only. Levels Five and beyond are granted no access to 
the digital video. 

Referring still to FIG. 5, the CCDS application generates a 
con?guration data ?le in step 64. The con?guration data ?le 
may be prepared in a rights expression language (REL), such 
as XML or the like. The CCDS application then generates a 
unique key ID in step 66 for the content identi?ed in step 60. 
A license key seed (LKS) is then used in step 68 to encrypt the 
distribution package, including the digital content, con?gu 
ration data ?le setting forth all distribution parameters, key 
ID, and LKS. The distribution package is then sent in step 70 
to a FOAF license server (FLS) and to content recipients 
identi?ed in the initial distribution list. The distribution pack 
age cannot be “unlocked” or decrypted by any content recipi 
ent unless a key is received, Which is typically provided When 
a license is assigned to the recipient by the FLS. 

FIG. 6 illustrates exemplary process steps that may occur at 
an FLS after it receives a distribution package created by a 
content recipient. The initial step of receiving the distribution 
package is indicated as step 72. In a subsequent step 74, the 
FLS creates level-licenses for each alloWable level as de?ned 
by the content producer. For example, if a content producer 
selects a level limit of four as described above, the FLS Will 
create four level-licenses that capture the type of ?le quality 
or related characteristics associated With the alteration de? 
nition for each level. As content is shared across a social 

netWork, users are automatically granted level-licenses 
depending on Where they are in the netWork. It is important to 
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note that users have different level-licenses for different 

pieces of content depending on hoW the content arrived over 
the network. For example, it is possible that user A has level 
one rights on content b shared to him by user B, but the same 
userA has level four rights on content c shared to him by user 
C. 

With further reference to FIG. 6, the FLS may receive in 
step 76 an access request from a content recipient. The FLS 
may then register and/ or authenticate the content recipient in 
step 78 to ensure that the content recipient matches With the 
initial distribution list generated by the content producer. If 
this authentication step is successful, the FLS then creates a 
license in step 80 for content access according to the de?ned 
alteration de?nition for that content recipient. The FLS then 
sends this license to the content recipient. As previously men 
tioned, the license should include a key that alloWs the content 
recipient to decrypt and open the received digital content. 

Referring noW to FIG. 7, exemplary steps for receiving and 
further distributing digital content in a controlled fashion as 
may occur Within the peer system and corresponding CCDS 
application of a content recipient are illustrated. In accor 
dance With a ?rst exemplary step 82, a content recipient 
receives an invitation to vieW digital content. Users may be 
noti?ed of such invitation via their e-mail, instant messaging, 
short message service (SMS) or other messaging application. 
The invitation typically is sent in conjunction With the actual 
encrypted distribution package. When the user attempts to 
open the ?le, their CCDS application Will be launched. The 
content recipient then authenticates (or registers and authen 
ticates) himself With the FLS in step 84. Authentication con 
sists of verifying that the current user Was one of the desig 
nated content recipients that are identi?ed in the 
con?guration data ?le Within the distribution package. The 
veri?cation may be checked against the e-mail, instant mes 
saging or SMS addresses that Were assigned to the current 
user’s instance of the CCDS application. After verifying the 
user, the CCDS application on the user’s peer system passes 
the content playback function to the user’s designated media 
player. The CCDS application may be integrated With the 
media player or may be separate Whereby the CCDS appli 
cation streams the digital content to the media player. Such 
playback functions are knoWn to those of ordinary skill in the 
art, and so more detailed discussion of such functions are not 

provided herein. If authentication is successful, content 
recipient then receives in step 86 a license to access the digital 
content, and using a key provided Within the license is able to 
decrypt the digital content for vieWing. In some embodi 
ments, if desired by the content recipient and if alloWed by the 
content producer, the content recipient Will invite additional 
users in step 88. 

To further illustrate the above exemplary steps, assume that 
a content producer decides to share selected digital content 
With a certain number of people corresponding to m users. 
Using a CCDS application, the content producer sends invi 
tations to those users. The CCDS application informs the FLS 
that the content producer has invited these m users. The FLS 
then grants level one rights to those m users since the content 
producer has invited them. A level one user receives the 
invitation via a dedicated CCDS application, acquires an 
encrypted copy of the digital content and undergoes authen 
tication With the FLS. The FLS creates a license for that 
content using the level one rights, and sends the license and 
required key to the requestor. The CCDS application provided 
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at the level one recipient’s peer system receives the license, 
Which then alloWs level one access to the user for that par 

ticular piece of content. The level one user in turn decides to 

send an invitation to vieW that content to another set of users, 

p. The CCDS application at the level one user’s peer system 
informs the FLS that the level one user has invited these p 

users. The FLS then grants level tWo rights to those p users (as 
long as this additional level of distribution is alloWed accord 
ing to initial distribution parameters de?ned by the content 
producer). When and if the level of invitations reaches the 
point Where the content originator has no assigned rights, the 
FLS informs the invitee that no rights are available. The FLS 
may also block users from accessing digital content if that 
user is selectively blocked by a content producer or otherWise 
lacks authoriZation to access one or more given portions of 
digital content. 
A CCDS application in accordance With the present tech 

nology may optionally provide users With an audit trail fea 
ture that tracks usage and distribution of the digital content. 
Since an object of the CCDS application is to control viral 
content distribution, tracking the actual usage of the content is 
a signi?cant capability. An audit trail feature initiates a step of 
sending noti?cation back to an original content producer any 
time another user attempts to open, vieW or further share the 
distributed ?les. A mechanism for sending data back over a 
netWork to the content producer depends on the con?guration 
of the overall system netWork. For example, if the CCDS is 
implemented as a peer-to-peer (P2P) system, the data is sent 
back to the user either via e-mail or via a Web service on the 

peer system of the content producer. If the CCDS is imple 
mented With a central server, the data is collected via a Web 
service on the central server. The content producer is able to 
vieW details and summaries of the vieWing and distribution 
activities through a user interface either on the peer system 
desktop or from the central server. 

Another additional capability of the subject CCDS and 
related system application is a pro?ling mechanism Which 
alloWs a user to save a distribution con?guration as a pro?le 

for future distributions. For example, a parent Who Wants to 
share video footage of her child’s latest sports game can save 
a “Home Video Pro?le” that speci?es a level limit of three (3) 
levels deep, Whereby level one recipients are con?gured to 
receive an original version of the video, level tWo recipients 
are con?gured to receive a medium quality version of the 
digital video, and level three recipients are con?gured to 
receive a loW quality version of the video. Another example 
may correspond to a movie producer Who Wants to distribute 
a previeW of his neWest Work. The movie producer saves a 
pro?le With a level limit of four (4), the level one recipients 
are designated to receive an original version of the content, 
While recipients at levels tWo, three and four are only able to 
receive a medium quality version With an advertisement 
inserted at the beginning of the original content. 

While the speci?cation has been described in detail With 
respect to speci?c embodiments of the invention, it Will be 
appreciated that those skilled in the art, upon attaining an 
understanding of the foregoing, may readily conceive of alter 
ations to, variations of, and equivalents to these embodi 
ments. These and other modi?cations and variations to the 
present invention may be practiced by those of ordinary skill 
in the art, Without departing from the spirit and scope of the 
present invention, Which is more particularly set forth in the 
appended claims. Furthermore, those of ordinary skill in the 
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art Will appreciate that the foregoing description is by Way of 
example only, and is not intended to limit the invention. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method of con?guring and managing user rights to 

distributed digital content, comprising the folloWing steps: 
generating, by a license server, a level-license for each of a 

plurality of levels associated With a distribution of at 
least one digital content, Wherein each level-license 
de?nes access rights to the at least one digital content by 
a content recipient associated With a respective level of 
the plurality of levels; 

receiving, by the license server, a request from a respective 
content recipient for access to a form of the at least one 

digital content; 
determining a distribution path of the at least one digital 

content from an originating node to the respective con 
tent recipient; 

determining, by the license server, a respective level of the 
plurality of levels associated With the respective content 
recipient based on a number of content recipients of the 
digital content in the distribution path of the digital 
content from the originating node to the respective con 
tent recipient; and 

sending, by the license server, one of the level-licenses to 
the respective content recipient granting access rights in 
accordance With the respective level of the plurality of 
levels associated With the respective content recipient, 
Wherein access to the at least one digital content is pre 
vented beyond a prede?ned level of the plurality of 
levels. 

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising a step of 
receiving a content distribution package, Wherein the content 
distribution package comprises the at least one digital con 
tent, a unique key ID for identifying the distribution package, 
and a license key seed. 

3. The method of claim 2, Wherein the received distribution 
package further comprises a con?guration data ?le With dis 
tribution parameters including a level number identifying a 
number n of alloWable levels and at least one alteration de? 
nition for one or more of the n alloWable levels. 

4. The method of claim 3, Wherein each alteration de?ni 
tion identi?es one or more of a degradation characteristic for 
applying to the at least one digital content and an augmenta 
tion ?le for adding to the at least one digital content. 

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising a step before 
said sending step of authenticating the respective content 
recipient. 

6. The method of claim 5, Wherein said authenticating step 
comprises verifying that the respective content recipient Was 
named in a distribution list for a user at a preceding level in a 
social netWork. 

7. The method of claim 1, further comprising a step of 
registering the respective content recipient. 

8. The method of claim 1, Wherein the level-license from 
said sending step includes a key used to decrypt the respective 
content recipient’s version of received digital content and to 
provide access in accordance With the respective content 
recipient’s level-license. 

9. The method of claim 1, further comprising a step of 
sending noti?cation to a content producer each time another 
user vieWs or distributes the form of the at least one digital 
content in a social netWork. 

10. The method of claim 1, further comprising a step of 
modifying the level-licenses from said generating step upon a 
subsequent request from a user. 
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11. A license server for con?guring and managing user 

rights to distributed digital content, comprising: 
a processor unit; and 
at least one portion of computer-readable medium for stor 

ing program code that is read and executed by said 
processor unit, said processor unit and said at least one 
portion of computer-readable medium functioning 
together to provide a plurality of operative modules, said 
modules comprising: 
a. a level-license creation module con?gured to establish 

a level-license for each of a plurality of levels associ 
ated With a distribution of at least one digital content, 
Wherein each level-license de?nes access rights to the 
at least one digital content by a respective content 
recipient associated With a respective level of the plu 
rality of levels; 

b. an authentication module for determining a distribu 
tion path of the at least one digital content from an 
originating node to the respective content recipient; 

c. the authentication module for determining a respec 
tive level of the plurality of levels associated With the 
respective content recipient based on a number of 
content recipients of the digital content in the distri 
bution path of the digital content from the originating 
node to the respective content recipient and for veri 
fying that each requesting user is an intended recipi 
ent of the at least one digital content, Wherein access 
to the at least one digital content is prevented beyond 
a prede?ned level of the plurality of levels; 

d. and a license assignment module for granting licenses 
to authenticated users Who request access to the at 
least one digital content. 

12. The license server of claim 11, further comprising a 
communications interface for coupling the license server to a 
netWork. 

13. The license server of claim 12, Wherein said license 
server is con?gured to receive input via said communications 
interface from one or more users, including content producers 
and the content recipients, and Wherein the level-license cre 
ation module establishes level-licenses based on distribution 
parameters provided from a content producer. 

14. The license server of claim 11, Wherein said operative 
modules further comprise a registration module for verifying 
that a user has obtained access to a required desktop applica 
tion. 

15. The license server of claim 11, Wherein said license 
assignment module is further con?gured to block or revoke 
licenses to selected users based on input received from a 
content producer. 

16.An article of manufacture comprising a computer-read 
able medium embodying program instructions for directing a 
computing device to: 

create a plurality of level-licenses from distribution param 
eters obtained from a content producer, Wherein each 
level-license de?nes level-rights to digital content for 
one of a plurality of levels associated With a distribution 
of the digital content in a social netWork; 

determine a distribution path of the digital content from an 
originating node to a respective content recipient; and 

upon request from the respective content recipient, deter 
mine a respective level of the plurality of levels associ 
ated With the respective content recipient based on a 
number of content recipients of the digital content in 
distribution path of the digital content from the originat 
ing node to the respective content recipient and sending 
a license to the respective content recipient, Wherein the 
license includes a key for decrypting the digital content 
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in accordance With the level-rights de?ned by the con 
tent producer for the particular level associated With the 
respective content recipient, and Wherein access to the 
digital content is prevented beyond a prede?ned level of 
the plurality of levels. 

17. The article of manufacture of claim 16, Wherein the 
level-rights include one or more of a degradation character 
istic for applying to the digital content and an augmentation 
?le for adding to the digital content. 

18. The article of manufacture of claim 16, Wherein the 
computer-readable medium includes additional program 
instructions for further directing a computing device to verify 
the authenticity of the respective content recipient before 
sending a license to the respective content recipient. 

18 
19. The article of manufacture of claim 16, Wherein the 

computer-readable medium includes additional program 
instructions for further directing a computing device to deny 
access to the digital content to levels in the social netWork 
beyond a prede?ned level limit of n levels. 

20. The article of manufacture of claim 16, Wherein the 
computer-readable medium includes additional program 
instructions for further directing a computing device to send 
noti?cation to the content producer each time another user 
vieWs or distributes a form of the digital content in the social 
network. 


